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Miners use mercury to bind with the gold, filtering out silt and ore. They remove it with a blowtorch,
a process repeated at trading posts before the gold is weighed for sale. When mercury is burned it
releases a thick, white smoke, which enters the blood stream through the lungs, and then spreads
to the kidneys. A gold rush in the Amazon region began in the early 1980s. Since then, the incidence
of mercury contamination of waterways, and cases of mercury poisoning of humans has steadily
increased. According to Dr. Fernando Branches, the only physician treating mercury-poisoning
victims in the region, "The international community is rightly worried about destruction of the
rain forest. But the damage done by mercury will be a far more devastating environmental and
human disaster." Branches diagnosed the first case of mercury poisoning in the Amazon in 1986.
Two years ago he had 20 patients. At present, he has more than 130, mostly miners and trading
post employees. Mercury attacks the central nervous system and, in acute cases, can kill by causing
kidney failure. Miners have dumped an estimated 1,500 tons of mercury into the Amazon, which
yields about 80% of Brazil's gold. Less than half this amount of mercury released by a chemical
plant in Japan's Minamata Bay in the 1950s resulted in over 1,000 deaths. Brazil imported 340 tons
of mercury last year, up from 180 tons in 1985. The US, Germany, Britain and the Netherlands are
the biggest suppliers. Most of the mercury is ostensibly destined for dental use. A recent Ministry
of Science study indicated that 70% of mercury imports are diverted to gold mining operations.
(Source: Associated Press, 10/15/91)
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